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Abstract




‘No one knows everything, everyone knows something, all knowledge resides in humanity.’ (Pierre Levy, 1997, quoted in Jenkins, 2006, 139)

Almost 20 years have passed since Levy discussed the potential of the internet to become a vast knowledge community. He predicted that it would be a participatory hub, where users could ‘connect, consult and explore’ ideas, sharing what they knew with one another. The connective and social cultures developed by Web 2.0 technologies have meant that some of Levy’s predictions have already been realised. Through blogging and vlogging (video blogs) knowledge, opinion and information can be circulated into the public domain on various sites and platforms online. We term this assorted output ‘ePunditry’ (Forrest and Duff, 2016). 

Over the past two decades, blogging and other forms of user-generated content have grown from being a niche form of communication to a ubiquitous practice (Garden, 2011). This growth has also been reflected by an increasing amount of academic scholarship in this area, which has primarily focused on blogs and their impact upon traditional media. News and political blogs have received the most attention, rather than other popular topics such as parenting or fashion. This divide is mirrored within the hierarchies of professional journalism too, where news reporting and political expertise are ranked above, for example, lifestyle and sports writing (Rowe, 2007). 

These variations in status are significant because they have impacted upon how the expertise of the ePundit was first presented, positioned and performed when it was seen to intersect with journalism. In the domains of fashion and sport, bloggers could assert their legitimacy because established hierarchies were far less prominent. At the same time, journalism has also been transformed into a deeply hybridised occupation. Professional roles are now continuously negotiated within various digital spaces and the boundaries of expertise and knowledge are highly fluid (Anderson, 2013). These issues underline the challenges that traditional media faces when attempting to assert authority over the control of expertise (Lewis, 2012) within open and participatory environments such as social media. 

The prominence and popularity of blogging has altered the structure of other traditional knowledge hierarchies too. In the newly established atmosphere of ‘democratised authority’ on the internet (Whitehead 2015, 130), professional communities that were formerly closed to outsiders have become more open. Now ‘everyone’, as Levy (1997) notes, no matter their level of expertise, has the opportunity to share what they know online. The insider/outsider dichotomy of the traditional expert paradigm (Walsh, 2003) with its accompanying top-down communication model no longer seems sustainable within this newly forming digital ecosystem. 

This article explores how opinion and expertise are communicated and performed across science, sport, fashion, and parenting domains. Despite their popularity with readers, these subject areas have received less attention from scholars. It draws upon in-depth interview data to understand how opinion is circulated in the internet age and considers the creation and gathering of knowledge by these different groups of ePundits. In addition, the varied ethical implications of how knowledge is dispersed across platforms will also be considered. 

When using the term performance, we are not suggesting that ePunditry is inauthentic. In a similar approach to Butler’s (1993, xii) work on gender which positions performativity as a ‘reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names’ we believe that ePunditry is more than simply writing (or saying) an opinion. It is a constellation of varied and complex enactments that utilise different tactics (textual, visual, and aural) depending on the domain. Each ePundit finds unique ways to perform their opinion online and engage their readers, while at the same time shaping public discourse on a particular topic. 

What makes an expert? 
The question of who is defined as an expert and how to reliably test this knowledge is complex. However, there are common characteristics to expert knowledge. Although they are often characterised as ‘solitary geniuses’ (Turner, 2014, 23) experts are proficient at collecting ideas and collaborating with multiple sources. The knowledge that resides within experts often goes beyond the cognitive and is profoundly embodied (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 2005). The ranking of experts in different fields and specialisms, particularly within the cultural spectrum, is unstable and prone to change. Nevertheless, although different types of expertise are not equally valued, when defined by income alone experts are often rewarded within individual occupations. 

Despite these commonalities, there have been conflicting findings when researchers have looked into how experts attain their knowledge level. These debates can be summarised as ‘the practice myth’ versus ‘the talent myth’. Some have causally linked expertise with the amount of time dedicated to practicing a certain task. Others have disputed this finding and have instead connected expert knowledge to genetics or an innate ability. Ackerman (2013) believes that both positions are too extreme, stating that nature and nurture each have a role depending on the field of study. Nevertheless, the exact definition and testing of expert knowledge remains a controversial topic. Although the issue of how experts achieve their status and knowledge has mainly preoccupied academic researchers, in parallel there has been growing public scepticism concerning the reliability of expert opinion. The work of Tetlock (2005) suggests that experts are frequently inaccurate when they make their predictions and often they are never held to account when they are wrong. Power relations factor into this equation too. Expertise, elitism and exclusivity in certain subject areas remain very closely tied. 

Each of these individual themes highlights the different ethical issues surrounding experts, and how they are used by the media alongside other agencies. Experts shape and advise on public scientific policy and lead government strategies. They frequently become what Hall et al. (1978, 58) call ‘primary definers’ within the news media, ‘establishing the primary interpretation of the topic and setting the terms of reference within all future debate’. Furthermore, experts are also used as sources to explain and interpret the news (Albaek, 2011) to audiences. Across various domains experts are steering debates on key issues that they have also helped to shape. Yet if researchers cannot agree on what makes an expert, there is no reliable way to test their knowledge, and they are not held responsible for the views they state in public or the predictions they make, how far can the lay-person trust what experts say or even know if it is accurate? How can expert knowledge be held to account or scrutinised when the mainstream media have become so reliant upon them? 

Expertise in the age of the internet 

Self-publishing of opinion, knowledge, and information through ePunditry could be seen as a partial solution to these complex ethical problems. Various platforms that host blogs and vlogs have nurtured an atmosphere of openness, allowing the alternative voices of different ePundits to emerge. Opinion has combined with streams of information that flow under and between the more rigid structures of traditional institutions that host expert knowledge. Furthermore, a large amount of data is now openly available to audiences from a diverse number of sources. In ethical terms, this can be viewed as a positive development, leading to a widening of knowledge and debate both online and offline. 

Nevertheless, there are still concerns regarding the pluralisation of voices on the internet. With so many opinions available, it can be difficult to know who to listen to as the web becomes a popular location for public squabbling. Related to this point, the increasingly intimidating atmosphere of comment spaces has meant some opinions can also remain unheard or unsaid. These varied issues stress the need for balance and perspective on the limitations of ePunditry and what it can achieve. Kitchin et al. (2013, 69) note that ‘blogs do not usher in seismic shifts in perception…but they can open up small rips through which change can be effected’.

Within this changing environment of co-created and networked knowledge, the traditional idea of the single all-knowing expert is not practical. Eyal (2009) argues that a turn away from the expert and towards expertise allows for a deeper and more fruitful collaboration between different sources with varying knowledge levels. He suggests too (Eyal, 2009, 865) that that these partnerships can foster new networks which ‘produce, reproduce and disseminate’ information into the world. 

This approach also offers agency to the audience in what Bruns (2006) would term the ‘produsage’ of expertise. Readers and listeners consume content while simultaneously being central to its wider production and circulation. Given the increasing importance of the audience in the output of the ePundit, the work can also be regarded as a useful source of ‘meta-expertise’, a phrase employed by Collins and Evans (2007) to describe the expertise that is used to judge expert claims. Blogs and vlogs can be utilised by the readership as an educational tool allowing them to better navigate and evaluate future expertise within that field. 

Approaching ePunditry as an interlinked network of practices, opinions and information rather than just singular blogs is helpful when considering more generally how knowledge is disseminated and circulated in different ways on the internet. These varied themes form the context of our research questions in this article, namely: 

RQ1: What makes ePunditry different from traditional forms of expert knowledge?
RQ2: How do the performances of expertise vary across domains? 

Methodology 
The ePundits contacted for this study were selected using several methods. Alexa and Google rankings were used as a primary indicator of blog popularity. Individual bloggers were also found via content analysis of different blog rolls and via Twitter links. We acknowledge that the sample here is limited and represents only a small fraction of the total ePunditry available to readers. However, the highly transient and dynamic atmosphere of the internet, where blogs are updated for a few months then discarded, makes an exhaustive list of online content impossible to compile. 

A total of 80 interview requests were sent out to ePundits across four domains. Access was straightforward, as most publish contact details on their blog. The responses received from science, parenting, and sport domains were positive and most responded to email requests promptly. However, fashion ePundits were more difficult to contact: of the total interview requests sent, more than half were to this particular domain. The fashion writers who did respond but could not participate in the study cited their growing workload as the reason they would not commit to an interview. This is a partial reflection of the highly commercial status of fashion blogging (Duffy and Hund, 2015) compared with other domains. 


We conducted 15 interviews across the four subject areas; 13 of these were in-depth, semi-structured interviews, with another two ePundits preferring to answer their questions via email. One interview was conducted face to face and the other 12 interviews were conducted over the telephone or via Skype. Table 1 gives a full breakdown of interviewees, domains, locations and interview types. 

There was an almost even gender-split between ePundits (eight females and seven males); however, this was not the case across all domains. In line with other research on gender and discourse online, in our sample all fashion ePundits were female and all sports ePundits were male. In the other two categories, there was not an even mix either: three out of the four science ePundits were male and three of the four parenting ePundits were female. While this article is not examining gender and blogging in depth, it is worth noting that the predominant form of visible expertise that men and women performed online conformed to traditional stereotypes. 

Findings and discussion
The ePundits whom we interviewed represented a diverse range of communicative practices, offering unique enactments of expertise within their chosen domain. Although they are grouped together under the ePundit label, the attitudes and approaches to writing were hugely varied. We recognise that these differences can be to some extent ascribed to the diversity of the domains in question. The scientific and fashion ePundit will perform on a public stage in very different ways, shaped by the conventions of traditional discourse in their subject area, as well as the expectations of their audience. Nevertheless, there were still overarching themes that emerged within discussions.
 
The first section reflects on our initial research question and considers what differentiates ePunditry more generally from traditional formulations of expertise. The later sections are categorised by specific subject domain and address our second research question, outlining the varied nuances and ethical issues of domain-specific output. 

Rejecting the expert label, accepting the limits of their knowledge

Although ePundits conceded that their own knowledge did have a role to play in different aspects of their writing, many were uncomfortable with the notion of being called an expert. Joelle Owusu, a fashion ePundit, echoed the sentiments of many interviewees. When asked if she would call herself an expert, she stated categorically that: ‘No! I am in no way an expert. Even now, after blogging for years and years I am definitely not an expert in lifestyle or fashion or beauty or anything like that’. The rejection of the expert label can be attributed to a combination of factors. It could partly be ascribed to modesty. The word expert is often colloquially understood to mean someone who is expected to know everything about a subject area. If ePundits self-identified themselves as experts it could perhaps be perceived as over-confidence. 

However, other ePundits questioned the value and meaning of the expert label. Navaz Batliwalla, another fashion ePundit, told us: ‘[Fashion] is such a huge subject you can’t be an expert in the whole thing. I would say I am experienced at it but I am not an expert’. ePundits may not know about the ‘whole thing’; however, they often have to write about a wider topic related to their field yet outside their area of knowledge. Greg Laden, a science ePundit, noted that: 

‘One of my objectives is to explain stuff. I would get a press release from the American Chemical society about something interesting. I will still write some of those things up but I am beyond the area of my expertise … but science writers write about everything, right? So it was a challenge. Some chemist would come on and say you are wrong and I would have to change it’.
 
Accepting the limitation of their knowledge sets the ePundit apart from previous experts, who were often characterised as ‘commanding the high ground of the best available knowledge’ (Jasanoff, 2003, 160), leaving little room for judgement or comment from those below them. The ePundit, as Greg Laden has demonstrated, is fully accountable to their audience. Consequently, their work is not located on the high ground but on a flatter, less hierarchical playing field. This more open space, facilitated by connected technologies, is where ePundit expertise is constantly challenged but also reaffirmed by the readership. Omar Chaudhuri, a sports ePundit, explained that pundits on television were viewed by the audience as untouchable. Now in the era of Twitter ‘you are communicating on the same platform as some of the most respected people…it feels like you are at the same level as them’.

These strands highlight the difficult ethical terrain that ePundits must navigate regarding their relationship with the audience. The very act of publishing an opinion is a vocal declaration of the knowledge and ideas the ePundit wants to share. Tom Briggs, a parenting ePundit, told us that ‘people do think of bloggers as experts because they are loud-mouths that write about their lives.’ Some interviewees told us that they were contacted regularly by readers for advice about their subject areas and many felt compelled to reply. Paul Graham Raven, a science ePundit, stated: 

	‘People coming to you because of your expertise, even if you don't want it to, changes the way you respond. For me there is an alarming feeling of responsibility. I mean, you are asking me? I can only really tell you what I think’.

ePunditry could thus be viewed as highly ethical because writers are open and honest about the boundaries of what they know. However, there remains an issue over how audiences might perceive and locate this knowledge. With these overarching themes in mind, the second part of our findings addresses the performance of expertise within each domain. 

Parenting
Where only experience matters

Parenting ePundits were all unsure as to whether any blog about raising children can be labelled as expertise, emphasising the word experience instead. Ruth Dawkins explained that:

‘If someone writes a blog and says ‘here are 10 ways to make your child sleep’ I’m not even going to read that post. If someone writes a post that says ‘here is how awful life has been in our house for the last year because my kid hasn’t been sleeping, but here are a couple of things that have started to help us’ then I’m far more likely to read that. Parenting is very personal, everyone has a different style, and as soon as anyone claims expertise in any area of parenting, I call bulls***.’

This highly polemical and charged statement reflects the criticism that parent bloggers have sometimes faced from the mainstream media (and their audiences) about their material and, moreover, the ethics of their writing.
 
Parenting ePunditry represents a tacit and highly affective form of emotional-based expertise: a direct rebellion against traditional, clinical sources on child-rearing. However, in order for their writing to be both credible and authentic, ePundits must draw from their own experiences and use their family life as material. Furthermore, parenting is an emotive subject that generates vociferous debate and many bloggers have a large and active audience. Inevitably, this has led to an influx of advertising and sponsorship revenue and ushered in an era of personal brand-building (Mendelsohn, 2010) through parent blogging. Jo Middleton commented: 

‘There are a lot of areas in my life that I don’t talk about at all. My children are older so they get final say as to whether I say something or not … I think that [other blogs that involve their own children] can feel a bit intrusive … I worry that there are quite a lot of bloggers at the moment who seem to be being mean about their children to get readers and to get attention.’

There is an additional layer of gender and power factors underpinning these ethical criticisms when they are found within the mainstream media, particularly when used in conjunction with the ‘mummy’ blogger label. It is primarily women successfully sharing, writing and monetising their experiences. This is a form of expertise which in the past has been devalued and seen as instinctual rather than skilled. Heather Armstrong told us that: 
 
‘When I started [the attitude from the mainstream] was this is not going to last, this whole blogging thing. She is a mum over there and there was this whole, laughing out the sides of their mouth … everyone [in the media] was like… this is never going to work.’

Although interviewees considered the concept of any official expertise in parenting as spurious, they did recognise that their blogs had a function in offering support, particularly for new parents. Tom Briggs explained that ‘there is a role for parent bloggers to help other parents, especially first time parents... that is where my niche works in my favour, there is not as much content [online] for expectant dads.’ 

Tied into the earlier discussions on co-creation of knowledge by audiences, all parenting ePundits viewed the comment spaces on their blog as an important source of help to other parents. Nevertheless, there was recognition that while different groups and large communities still exist online they are increasingly spread much more thinly across multiple platforms. 

Science ePunditry
Educational yet concealed expertise

Science ePundits believed the educational aspects of their writing were of great importance, whether that was openly communicating their expertise about a subject they already knew, or learning something and sharing it. Paul Graham-Raven considered his early blogging career and told us that ‘all the archives of my work are still there. I guess that is part of the golden age principles of blogging. Never delete a post, learn in public, and stay honest’. In a similar way, Greg Laden stated that ‘to me a satisfying blog post is not necessarily one that a lot of people read but one that someone contacts me about and asks can I use this in my class?’

The other educational aspect to their writing was opposing the increasing presence of pseudo-science or what David Colquhoun referred to as ‘quackery’ on the internet. Although many of the ePundits viewed the rise and power of the sceptical blogosphere to combat ‘bad science’ as a positive force, they were equally critical of how the mainstream media reported scientific studies. David Colquhoun explained that ‘[science] bloggers have a slightly iffy relationship with regular science journalists, some of whom are really good but they get given little time to get into things and frequently they just reproduce press releases’. Heather Doran conveyed her frustration at the ‘magazines aimed at women who are still terrible at encouraging people to think about science and report things inaccurately. We can still talk about a lot of bad science [in the mainstream]’. 

Despite the important role of blogging to promote good science and debunk the bad, nearly all the ePundits in this domain advised caution when blogging. Although the interviewees in this article wrote under their own names, some suggested that more junior scientists should use a pseudonym if they intend to start writing online. Greg Laden highlighted the obvious ethical implications of identity concealment:

‘The point was raised that being pseudonymous gives people cover to be jerks and that is true, it can. But the counter argument was if I don’t use a pseudonym I will be attacked. Science bloggers agreed that pseudonyms are fine but they need to be credible and established.’






Each of the sport ePundits considered mainstream punditry, particularly that found on television, as substandard and lacking in knowledge and expertise. This was especially so in the standard model of the ex-player pundit most frequently found within mainstream output. Luca Hodges-Ramon told us that: 

‘It does annoy me, this rites of passage that former ex-players get to speak about football. Just because they played doesn’t mean they know that much. I think there should be a balance … you don’t just have to have been an ex-player, or write for an established newspaper, to be an expert in your field.’
This supports the work by McCarthy (2012, 430), who considered fan blogging as a way for enthusiasts to engage at a ‘deeper level’ rather than mere ‘quotidian reportage’. ePunditry goes even further than this: it can be seen as directly challenging the expert status quo and highlighting its shortcomings. 

Omar Chaudhuri explained that, unlike the traditional pundits, bloggers have what he termed ‘skin in the game’ meaning that ‘you are accountable for what you put out into the public … people will always remember if you put out a stupid opinion, it always comes back to you’. Undoubtedly, there is an infinite amount of these opinions available online. All of the ePundits recognised that sport was a highly emotive topic provoking intense discussion and debate across multiple platforms. Mark Godfrey commented that: ‘I don’t know what it is about sport, [but] compared to news or politics, people have become very entrenched in their opinions, very passionate about them…sport stirs up that doggedness.’

This fanatical dimension highlights a convergence between sports ePunditry and other output associated with participatory fan culture (Hills, 2002; Jenkins, 2006). Unlike traditional sports journalism where objectivity is prioritised, within ePunditry subjectivity is viewed as a positive trait. Sporting ePunditry is therefore more straightforward and open in the context of ethics compared to the other domains in this article. Amongst our participants, a personal passion about their subject area was seen to enhance opinion and knowledge, rather than detract from their expertise (Fry, 2010). Bloggers wrote enthusiastically about their own fandom, while engaging with other writers from alternative perspectives. 





Commercialised, everyday expertise but with fewer opinions

Fashion ePundits offered accessible advice on fashion and lifestyle trends from an average person’s perspective, or, as Rebecca Hermitt put it, fashion bloggers are ‘real people, doing real things’. The concept of the everyday expert was seen to be an integral part of the success and appeal of fashion ePunditry to its audience. Furthermore, ePundits identified that this depiction of real life was lacking in most mainstream fashion output. Ana Bogusky told us that ‘there is greater interest in how the average consumer dresses … most people are not runway models, 18 years old, stick thin, with perfect skin and hair’. The use of the word ‘everyday’ is normally linked to academic philosophies surrounding the banality (Pollen, 2016, 75) of real life. However, here it is used as a celebratory term evoking notions of authenticity in contrast to the aspirational, impossibilist content of glossy magazines. 

In comparison to the other domains covered by this article, fashion blogs were among the first to successfully monetise their output (Duffy and Hund, 2015). Consequently, fashion ePunditry has become a very popular sector and the market has become, as Rebecca Hermitt notes, ‘ridiculously saturated’ with writers. ePundits recognised that because of this success, blogging in the domain has become homogenised with many sites choosing the same layout style, visuals and even, sometimes, content. Navaz Batliwalla told us that ‘fashion blogging has evolved so much … it is just not the thing it used to be’. The evolution that Batliwalla is referring to is the move from less polished sites with rough-and-ready posts, into sleeker-looking platforms. Various technological developments coupled with sponsorship and advertising opportunities have meant that fashion ePunditry can be a highly lucrative career in its own right. 

However, this change has also brought its own ethical dilemmas. The fashion ePundit has been accused of exploiting their readership and in some cases compromising their editorial integrity by including advertorials (sponsored content that is written as personal opinion) on their sites. Fashion ePundits have a complex ethical terrain to traverse; on the one hand producing popular and extraordinary content, while at the same time appearing ordinary and in-touch with the readership they rely upon for revenue. 

Most of the interviewees agreed that these various factors have led to a shift in how many ePundits approach their subject area. The writing has become less edgy, with far fewer distinct opinions in evidence. Joelle Owusu stated that: 

‘There is a huge hesitation [of people giving their opinion] and it is sad to see. Over the years I have tried to bring content creators out of their shells a bit but they are really scared of what they say online.’





The word expert is often burdened with what Papacharissi (2016, 1100) calls the ‘gravitas of knowledge’. It is viewed as a type of objective and highly rational intelligence shaped by deliberate practice. Opinion-making online could perhaps be positioned as its antithesis. It has deeply emotional and subjective undertones, implying an embodied response to a topic. When audiences seek an opinion online about a particular topic via ePunditry, the output they hope for can be found in the middle-point within this very wide spectrum. It is a form of in-depth knowledge that is easily understood, uniquely performed, and imaginatively produced.

The internet has enabled communication and information to be shared between different groups, leading to a power shift in where expertise is located. The individual no longer has a monopoly on information. Expertise resides in many different places online in the era of co-produced knowledge. ePunditry interrogates ossified classifications of who is an expert in any particular field. Furthermore, it defies the institutional control over expertise that used to mainly reside in the gatekeeping role of the mainstream media, circumventing their distribution structure via hyperlinks to multiple sources, partially distributed by audiences. These various reconstructions in the communication of knowledge and opinion highlight the complex ethical terrain successful ePundits must navigate when thinking publicly about their subject area. 
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